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The Language of Power:
A Feminist Reading of NY Noch
f
Abstract
In this paper, I examine the ways four characters in a Middle-Dutch play
attempt to use speech and language in their quest for power. I consider the ways that
differences in gender influence speech patterns and the implications on society that
those differences suggest, but ultimately find that all four characters are equally
unsuccessful.
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Feminist Studies have given us many new terms and ways of looking at
women's roles in literary texts. Feminist critics often discuss the importance of
speech and language and the strength of a woman's voice or the absence of her voice.
Language, then, is a means of power, and the ways women direct or use language can
affect the balance of power in their relationships. But can the same terms and
approaches be applied to the roles of characters in medieval drama? In an attempt to
answer that question, let us tum to the fourteenth century Dutch play, Nu Noch. I
In this play, we first meet Jack, a henpecked husband who feels abused and
. neglected by his wife. Jack runs into his neighbor who listens to his complaints and
then offers an unusual solution: Jack is to say nothing to his wife but "Now again. "
The neighbor explains that when Jack's wife becomes desperate because of her
husband's strange behavior, he will step in and suggest that she has driven her poor
husband mad. She will then reform and begin to treat her husband better, and Jack
IThis paper grew out of a production of this play performed at the 15th Annual
Medieval Forum at Plymouth State College on April 22, 1994. Nu Noch is a 235
line farce that comes from the Hulthem manuscript. The play, in both the original
Middle Dutch and a translation to Modem English, has been included in a special
edition, edited by Therese Decker and Peter G. Beidler of the Canadian Journal of
Netherlandic Studies 15 (1994): 11-26, which was devoted solely to this play. A
slightly different version of this paper also appears there.
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can finally gain dominance in their home. As the plan is put into action, we see the
aggressive behavior of the wife, who verbally and physically abuses Jack; the
manipulation by Jack and the neighbor, who continue with their plan to trick the wife
iDto submissiol1;liDd evena.Ila~mpt at exorcism by th~JQCa1 priest, who is
summoned by Jack's worried wife. Unfortunately for Jack and the neighbor, their
triumph is short-lived. As they congratulate themselves on the success of their plan,
the wife hearS them and becomes angrier and more abusive than ever. In the final
scene of the play, she chases the two, now-silenced men out of the house, re-asserting
her own dominance there.
In Nu Noch, we see four characters--three men and one woman--who use
language in their struggle for power. The wife in Nu Noch, for instance, uses her
power of speech to nag at and belittle her husband. Her efforts work; she makes her
husband miserable and cowardly. The men in Nu Noch, however, are not nearly as
successful in their manipulation of language. The result is that in this play there is a
reversal of stereotypical gender roles. The wife appears to have all the strength--both
verbally and physically--while the men are disempowered. So what is it that makes
the men seem to be the weaker sex in this play? Many feminists believe that
language is phallo-centric and therefore automatically privileges men,2 but in this
play the men are ultimately defeated by their inability to use language successfully.
In Nu Noch, then, is language--and, by association, society--gyno-centric? Is this a
female-eentered, female-dominated society? By looking at the use of language in this
~s theory comes m~y from French feminism.
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play, 1 hope to gain a better understanding of the positions men and women held, both
in this play and in the society in which the play was written. Specifically, I want to
try to look at the ways that the ~ale characters in this play attempt to overcome their .
feelings Qf inad~~y bY\l~ing_speech and langllilge to_gain RQwer. By lookingJllaU
three male characters, first the neighbor, then the priest, and then the husband, we
will see that even though their attempts to gain power through language are quite
different, ultimately they are all equally unsuccessful. Finally, we will look at the
way the wife obtains her power, and we will see that although she appears to be
victorious, she is ultimately as unsuccessful as the men.
Let us begin by looking at the neighbor. At the opening of our production of
the play,3the neighbor sees Jack stumbling home from a day at the tavern and seizes
on the opportunity to take advantage of his drunk friend. When Jack complains about
"-his troublesome wife, the neighbor responds_ "Well, I'll give you a few words of goo9.
advice" (26, my emphasis). The neighbor claims to have knowledge of some special
words that can help Jack. He convinces Jack that this knowledge or language will
give him power and control over his shrewish wife, yet he is obviously deceiving and
controlling Jack himself. Jack hesitates--unwilling to be taken in--but the neighbor
continues to use his power of suggestion. He asks, "Suppose afterwards she stuffed
your face with good food, just as you like it?" (46-47). Through his words, the
3Since the Hulthem manuscript included no stage directions with the play, the
directors, Julianne M. Roe and Chuck French, made several interpretations about how
to portray the characters based on the lines they had to speak. The drunken entrance
of the husband, Jack, is an example of such a decision.
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neighbor successfully convinces Jack to place his trust in him. At this point, the
neighbor's manipulation has succeeded, and Jack is his pawn.
The neighbor does not just stop there, however. His scheme gets more
~laborate aSh~r~ ·tha.tbe can alsoJIlaniRulate the wif~_ He continues
developing his plan as he says, "And then I'll come and explain to her that she's
knocked you around until you went crazy, that you're possessed .by the devil, and th,at
it's her fault for beating you up so much" (59-62). We see not only the development
of the plan, but also his eagerness to be able to set the plan in motion. Throughout
the play, the neighbor controls the course of action through his language. His ability
to use speech to manipulate others brings him power. He is gifted with this power--
this art of persuasion--and he uses it both for his own amusement and for the sake of
domination.
Now, while the neighbor uses his language to manipulate others, the priest
uses his language in a less malicious manner. The wife calls upon the priest to help
her cure her husband's strange afffiction because she believes in the power of the
church. The priest responds to the wife's pleas by saying, "What? That's a bad sign.
'Now again'--what curse could be hidden in that?" (138). He has no solution in
mind--he knows no cure for this unusual madness. When he goes to see Jack he falls
back on the only power he knows--Ianguage in the form of chants and prayers.
Unfortunately for him, his language is not as convincing as the neighbor's. His
chants and admonitions provide amusement for the audience and eyen for Jack and the
neighbor, who can easily see through his pomp and circumstance, but they are not
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effective.
After trying, unsuccessfully, to conjure Jack with everything from the two
trees that were the sun and the moon to the trolls that fly in storms, the priest says,
_"W1ly,-G_<&l!~\l~! I don't know what's the matter with him" (176). The difference
between his styles of speech is striking. The pretentiousness of his chanting speeches
is absent in his regular, true .voice and behind that pretense is a powerless man. After
Jack is miraculously cured, the priest leaves, saying, "Now God be praised that this
evil has departed from this man" (201-02). He tries to reaffirm his power through his
ability to exorcise demons from the mad husband. But while he may think he has
exhibited his power through the language of prayer, the power is transparent to
everyone but him.
Perhaps the character whose use of speech for power is most complex is the
husband, Jack. Jack opens the play by lamenting his sad condition and the lack of
power he has at home. He says, "If I go out I can have at least some fun. But the
minute I get home I'm like a slave and live the life of a dog" (4-6). Jack's frustration
is obvious. While he believes that he should be the one who has authori~ in his own
home, his wife is actually the dominant partner there. The home is her domain--her
arena for power. All of his previous attempts to use language to usurp his wife's
power have failed. When the neighbor asks him, "Have you tried cursing her?
Sweet-talking her?" (22), Jack sadly responds, "I've tried everything I thought would
work. Sweet-talk or cussing, it's all the same" (23). Since both extremes of
language--swearing and sweet-talking--have failed, the neighbor is able to convince
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Jack that what he must do is give up his power of speech.
The very thought of saying only "Now again" is frightening to Jack. He is
understandably reluctant: "Why should I make even more trouble for myself than I've
got already? If she wallops me, and I say 'Now again', she'll only wallop me a
thousand times more. Then what will I do?" (44-45).. Without the power of
language, Jack knows he doesn't stand a chance against his wife. He will be
powerless--eompletely unable to defend himself against her '{icious blows if all he can
say is· "Now again." The neighbor reassures him, though, that he only has to say it
until he's "softened her up" (43). That reassurance and the promise of delicious food
once the plan has succeeded are enough. Jack is convinced to go ahead with the plan.
When he arrives home, he sticks to the plan and will only say "Now again"
through the beatings and verbal abuse he receives from his wife. He is significantly
.meeker than he was in the first scene with the neighbor, and his wife is clearly the
dominant half of the relationship. When.all the beatings nave failed, however, Jack's
wife surrenders. His confidence escalates as he realizes that the neighbor's plan has
worked. Suddenly, giving up his power of speech has brought him power in his
marital relationship. Now, his "Now again" becomes strong and taunting. He can
frighten his wife and control her behavior instead of being frightened and controlled
himself.
When the wife, the priest, and the neighbor come back and Jack is finally fed,
he sees that his wife is defeated and he reclaims his voice and begins speaking again.
He is confident of his power now, and he tells her, "I'm perfectly all right. As long
7
as you promise not to be mad at me any longer" (199). He believes he has found an
infallible way to seize power and that if his wife ever starts nagging at him again, he
can simply stop speaking except for his influential two words.
The reason this scene becomes so complex is that at the moment he reclaims
his voice and begins speaking again, he loses all hope of ever having power over his
wife. When his wife COples back into the house to say she's "heard every word"
(219) Jack immediately cries, "Help! Help!" (220). He swears he'll never say it
again and implicates the neighbor as the force behind the plot in the first place. At
this point, the neighbor too loses all of his power to control others through language.
He tries to appeal to Jack by crying out, "Murder! Help! This woman is going to kill
us!" (221). Unfortunately, Jack will no longer listen and the neighbor's words are
powerless. Then, the neighbor tries to manipulate the situation once more by saying
desperately, "Sir, I did not advise you to do it. You just leave me out of this" (227).
Again, his words fail. The wife is now the only powerful character.
All three men in this play have failed in their attempts to gain power through
language. The priest is still transparent in his attempts to hide behind his prayers, the
neighbor is unable to fully consummate his manipulation, and Jack is worse off than
he was when he started. The men all realize the power that language holds, but they
are not successful at using it. In the end, the three men remain powerless and no
speech can redeem them. As the wife chases Jack and the neighbor out of the house,
crying, "Then just watch out!" (194), it appears that she has the last word.
But does she? Before we accept this playas a testament to women's power,
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we must look more closely at the ways the wife obtains and uses her power. Like her
male counterparts, the wife also tries to use language to control others. When Jack
first returns home and will only say "Now again," the wife orders, "Shut up!
Goddamn you for living so long, you old fool!" (75). She continues to berate him
through the entire scene, saying things like "Leave me alone with this 'Now again.'
Go to the devil" (85). But for her, too, words alone fail. The wife's language is
almost as meaningless as her husband's. She "scolds and curses" (7) and threatens
him, but her words hold no power over Jack and she resorts to physical violence, as
she says, "Hell! It's useless. I'll give you something to yell about!" (93). It is only
through beatings that the wife can obtain any power over the men around her. And
as we condemn the behavior of men who beat women, so must we eventually
condemn the wife. As much as we long to see her as a female heroine, resisting and
outwitting the men who try to manipulate her, the author (presumably male) does not
permit it. As an audience, we have as little sympathy for the wife as we do for the
husband. Thus, when she chases the men out of the house, instead of laughing at the
men's weakness and cheering for her victory, we can only laugh at the whole group
and leave feeling slightly disappointed.
So it is here, as we exit the play, that the vision of female power in Nu Noch
falls apart. Regardless of the temporary female domination in the play, it was
anything but gyno-centric. The wife's use of language is ultimately even less
successful than the men's feeble attempts to manipulate speech, because her speech
makes her shrewish and undesirable. The male characters here are defeated but not
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oppressed, and the wife, who obtains her power by beating the men around her into
submission, is not a positive image of female power, but an antifeminist
. representation of women. In this play, the woman may have won the battle, but she
was still losing the war.
10
"Goblin Merchant Men:"
The Role Of~Change in Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market
'---
Abstract
In this paper, I examine Christina Rossetti's poem Goblin Market in terms of
the economic power relations it represents. I focus on women's lack of economic
power in a male-dominated, capitalist market, and assert that women· are expected to
sell themselves on that market rather than trade with currency. Women are thus
disempoweted and devalued within the capitalist marketplace.
11
"Goblin Merchant Men:"
The Role of Exchange in Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market
Critics of Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market have seen a wide range of
possible meanings in her powerful and enigmatic poem. When first published, it was
an immediate "critical and popular success" (Rosenblum 63). In more recent
criticism, it has been interpreted as everything from a fairy tale written for children to
a redemption story written for fallen women. Some see it as a religious experience,.
some see a sexual experience, and some see an example of sisterly self-sacnfice. I
Some critics point out that perhaps the moral of her fable should not be pressed too
hard, since Rossetti herself claimed that "she did not mean anything profound and that
the poem would not support a detailed moralizing interpretation" (Rosenblum 65).
-
Yet, while Rossetti claims to have meant nothing profound, the words of the poem
IForexamples of criticism of these kinds see Jeanie Watson, "'Men Sell Not Such
in Any Town': Christina Rossetti's Goblin Fruit of Fairy Tale;" D.M.R. Bentley,
"The Meretricious and the Meritorious in Goblin Market: A Conjecture and an
Analysis;" James Ashcroft, Impressions and Memories; Ellen Moers, Literary
Women: The Great Writers; Janet Galligani Casey, "The Potential of Sisterhood:
Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market;" Dorothy Mermin, "Heroic Sisterhood in Goblin
Market. "
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indicate that she had plenty to say about the society in which she lived.2 One of the
most complex aspects of that society-the Victorian marketplace-becomes the setting
for her poem and within that setting we see two women struggling to survive. So
what comment is this poem making on Victorian society? By looking at the poem in
light of the economic power relations it represents, we may be able to come closer to
understanding just what Christina Rossetti's mysterious poem is all about.
Upper and middle-class Victorian women were "sedulously set apart from the
worlds of commerce and, generally, of intellect" (Altick 50). Women were taken out
of the social, political, and economic realms, whose growing complexity required "a
special kind of managerial expertise which supposedly was a peculiarly masculine
gift" (Altick 51), and confmed to the domestic realm, where they could guide and
nurture their families, thus taking advantage of those qualities which were peculiarly
feminine gifts.
The same rules, of course, did not hold for working class women. These
women were still expected to join the labor forces, often under terribl~ working
conditions, to help their husbands "squeeze out a living" (Altick 56). Yet, while
these women were a part of the work force, they were not really any more involved
in the economic arena at the level where decisions were made than their upper-class
sisters. They were allowed to work for whatever wages they could earn, but they
~illiam Sharp, a friend of Rossetti's, once commented that "at all times the pain
of the world lay against her heart" (736), and while Sharp does not specifically
discuss this poem, there does seem to be evidence supporting that fact in Goblin
Market.
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were not allowed to hold positions that would enable them to control any distribution
,.
of wealth. Working class women may not have been confined to the domestic realm,
but. they were also not permitted into the higher reaches of the economic one. This
segregation was based on two reigning assumptions: the belief that "the female brain
was not equal to the demands of commerce or the professions, and that women,
simply by virtue of their sex, had no business mingling with men in a man's world"
(Altick 54). In this way, women of all social classes were denied any real economic
power.3 They could go to the market and make purchases, but they had no control
over the price of goods or the value of their money within the marketplace. Those
terms were established by men--or in Rossetti's poem, by goblins.
The power relations of the economic world are clearly established in Rossetti's
Goblin Market, and the poem seems to say that "exchange is the province of goblins,
not of girls" (Holt 52). Not only are the goblins themselves suspect, but the fruit
they sell may be dangerous as well. After the goblins entice the two young sisters
with descriptions of their exotic'fruits and chants of "'Come buy, come buy'" (4),4
Laura warns Lizzie:
"Lie close," Laura said,
Pricking up her golden head.
3Unfortunately, many men were denied access to economic power as well,
especially within the working classes. For the context of my paper, however, I will
remain focused on women's lack of economic power.
4All quotations from Christina Rossetti's Goblin Market were taken from~
of the Victorian Period. Line numbers will be given in the text.
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"We must not look at goblin men,
We must not buy their fruits;
Who knows upon what soil they fed
Their hungry thirsty roots?" (40-45)
The two sisters both recognize the dangers that the goblins and their fruit present.
The goblins live in a world of trade and commerce and the girls live at home in
isolation (Holt 52), but Laura is fascinated by the difference between those worlds.
She cannot resist looking at the goblin men as they march back and forth to market.
While Lizzie "covered up her eyes, / Covered close lest they should look" (50-51),
Laura stretches her head to see and says:
"Look, Lizzie, look, Lizzie,
Down the glen tramp little men.
One hauls a basket,
One bears a plate,
One lugs a golden dish
Of many pounds weight.
How fair the vine must grow
Whose grapes are so luscious!
How warm the wind must blow
Through those fruit bushes!" (54-63)
Laura's interest is captured by the forbidden goods of the market and the allure of
that which she has-been told she cannot have. While Lizzie turns and runs back
15
, ,
home, "[c]urious Laura chose to linger" (69). She can resist no longer, and as she
looks at their retreating backs, the goblins come back to her.
Now that Laura is in the marketplace, the goblins' power over her escalates.
The goblins sense this power and they stand before her leering at and signalling to
each other (93, 95). They realize that as a woman, she is helpless in their world
because she does not know their language or the terms that control their market.
Laura remains mesmeIjzed by their cries but knows that she has no money. She
longs for the goblins' fruit, however, so she tells them:
"Good folk, I have no coin;
To take were to purloin.
I have no copper in my purse,
I have no silver either,
And all my gold is on the furze
That shakes in windy weather
Above the rusty heather." (116-22)
The only gold Laura can think of to offer them in exchange for their fruit is the gold
of the flowers that grow on the sisters' plants.s The goblins, however, offer her
another option:
"You have much gold upon your head,"
They answered all together;
Spurze is a spiked, evergreen plant that blooms golden flowers. Unfortunately, it
has no real economic value.
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"Buy from us with a golden curl." (123-25)
The exchange that the goblins are interested in, then, is not one of money, but of
something else. They ask Laura to trade a piece of herself, an extension of her body,
instead of gold, and as she clips "a precious golden lock" (126), she loses something
much more valuable than a strand of hair. By admitting that she has no money, and
accepting their suggestion that she purchase their fruit with "a golden curl,"- she
"substitutes a part of herself for the coin and accedes to a process of dehumanization
and commercialization whereby she becomes simultaneously a buyer and a seller, a
consumer and a commodity" (Bentley 70). And while Laura's first taste of the fruit
is like nothing she has ever tasted before, once she ,has had her fill and she leaves the
marketplace, she cannot return again. The following night, only Lizzie hears the
goblins cry, "'Come buy our fruits, come buy'" (256). Laura's attempts to hear their
cries are futile:
Day after day, night after night,
Laura kept watch in vain
In sullen silence of exceeding pain.
She never caught again the goblin cry,
"Come buy, come buy";
She never spied the goblin men
Hawking their fruits along the glen. (269-75)
Her brief experience in the marketplace has left Laura "deaf and blind" (259). The
goblins will not return to visit and tempt her, and she is incapable of locating them.
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The marketplace represents a realm where Laura has no control. She enters
the marketplace against her better judgement; she knows about the dangers, yet she
cannot resist. Once there, she is further disempowered because instead of money, she
is asked to sell herself. For the goblins, the only thing of value that Laura has to
trade is her body. The fact that she has no coin is not an issue; these purveyors do
not deal with monetary trade. Their market represents "a materialistic view of the
world as a place of getting and spending, a view that can spring an ontological trap
on the unwary, converting not just things but peOple into commodities" (Bentley 66).
By making Laura a commodity, the goblins rob her of her sense of self-worth. And
once she no longer values herself, she is of no value to them, either, and thus cannot
continue to trade.
Her loss becomes evident as the poem continues:
But when the moon waxed bright
Her hair grew thin and gray;
She dwindled, as the fair full moon doth tum
To swift decay and bum
Her fIre away. (276-80)
Something in Laura is dying. She has been defeated and rejected by the goblins and
her inability to return to their market prevents her restoration. Without their fruit,
Laura feels as though "her tree of life dropped from the root" (260) and she cannot
eat (298). There is nothing she can do at this point to save herself--to restore her
own sense of worth--because she no longer has anything of value to the goblins to
18
exchange. She has made her trade and the consequences seem irreversible, until her
sister intervenes.
As Laura's malaise intensifies, Lizzie steps in to help. She cannot bear the
fact that her sister can no longer hear the cries of the goblins that she still hears every
night. Finally, when Laura seems to be
. . . knocking at Death's door.
Then Lizzie weighed no more
Better and worse;
But put a silver penny in her purse,
Kissed Laura, crossed the heath with clumps
of furze·
At twilight, halted by the brook,
And for the first time in her life
Began to listen and look. (320-328)
Lizzie's experience in the market differs from Laura's because of one fundamental
variation--Lizzie brings acoin.6
Lizzie believes that if she brings money, she will be able to legitimately
purchase what her sister was unable to buy. Lizzie "[h]eld out her apron, I Tossed
~errence Holt claims that Lizzie's possession of the coin is "yet another sign of
an inescapable taint, an original guilt as well as an originary lack" (58). He implies
that Lizzie's possession of the coin indicates that she too has sold her body in another
market. While Rossetti's poem does not give us any information about how Lizzie
got the money, I think that Holt's conclusion is unfounded. There is no suggestion in
the poem of Lizzie selling herself.
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them her penny" (366-67), but the goblins refuse to take her money. Instead, they
want her to stay and join their feast to eat the fruits they sell. Lizzie continues to
resist their pleas:
"Thank you," said Lizzie, "but one waits
At home alone for me;
So without further parleying,
If you will not sell me any
Of your fruits though much and many,
Give me back my silver penny
I tossed you for a fee." (383-89)
At this point, Lizzie begins to recognize that her money has no value in this market of
exchange. She will not give herself to the goblins by joining their feast, so they
refuse to trade. Lizzie cannot set or influence the rates of exchange and she will not
give up the only thing of value that she holds--her body.7 When the goblins see
Lizzie's refusal to pay the price that they demand, they attack her--elawing, pushing,
scratching, tearing out her hair, and squeezing their fruits against her mouth to make
her eat (398-407). These attacks reveal their desperate need to maintain power within
7Elizabeth Campbell argues that what the goblins want is the girls' power to
reproduce. Thus, for Campbell, Rossetti's poem "challenges the prevailing ideology
of production and consumption by relocating human value in reproduction and
motherhood" (394). While this critic's argument is certainly fascinating, my reading
of Goblin Marlcet suggests something marginally different. I am arguing that what the
goblins take from the girls is their own sense of self worth. My reading makes the
goblins seem more malevolent than Campbell's. I see the goblin merchant men as de-
valuing the women in an attempt to assert their own power and worth in a market that
ultimately devalues everyone.
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this marketplace. Strikingly, the power of refusing to sell their product is not
enough--what they need is the power to make the girls succwnb to their terms and
their rules. But this time, the goblins fail--Lizzie will not eat. Whereas Laura does
succumb to the goblins' demands, Lizzie patiently endures their assaults, thus losing
nothing of herself (Bentley 76). Her strength and purity are evident in the images
. Rossetti uses to describe her:
White and golden Lizzie stood
Like a lily in a flood--
Like a rock of blue-veined stone
Lashed by tides obstreperously--
Like a beacon left alone
In a hoary, roaring sea,
Sending up a golden fIre--
Like a fruit-erowned orange-tree
White with blossoms honey-sweet
Sore beset by wasp and bee--
Like a royal virgin town
Topped with gilded dome and spire
Close beleaguered by a fleet
Mad to tug her standard down. (408-21)
Thus Lizzie, whom we saw earlier as the less adventurous and weaker character, now
stands as an image of female strength. Her confrontation with the goblins is "a
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selfless, courageous, and loving act impossible to discredit" (Mayberry 103). Her
determination pays off, because the goblins eventually give up their fight, throw back
her penny, and disappear.
The two sisters obviously have very different experiences in the goblin market,
yet the same principles govern each one. The girls are unable to make equitable
exchanges in the market because, to the goblins, their money is worthless. In order
to gain a full understanding of the economics of the marketplace, we must first
consider the capitalist principles that the market was based on. A capitalist society is
a commodity-producing society. Commodities are made in the expectation that
someone will have a use for them and therefore buy them. The value of the
merchandise, however, is not inherent to the goods, but is determined by supply and
demand. This gives the producer, or seller, the opportunity to manipulate prices
based on need. If the supply of and demand for a product equilibrate, "the market
prices of commodities will correspond to their natural prices, that is to say with their
values, as determined by the respective quantities of labour required for their
production" (Marx 76-77). Supply and demand, however, rarely equilibrate each
other for extended periods of time. The result is that not everyone can win. Schmitt
explains, "The fact that some people are capitalists makes it impossible for others to
be capitalists. Capitalism exists precisely in those societies where some people own
and control the means of production and others do not" (74).8
8Except for passages indicating otherwise, my understanding of capitalism (weak
as it may be) comes mostly from Schmitt's book. Almost all of the concepts in this
paragraph (barring any misinterpretations on my part) come from his book, especially
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When Laura enters the marketplace, then, she is automatically disadvantaged.
The goblins set the prices there, and the terms they establish do not have to be
reasonable or fair. And obviously, they are not. In exchange for fruit, Laura must
give up a part of herself. Schmitt points out that commodities are exchanged because
they are different from one another--there would obviously be no need to exchange
identical items--but the very difference makes it difficult to compare the values (105).
How can the price Laura pays be worth the fruit she gets? Karl Marx claims that on
an economic market under capitalism, there is never an equal exchange of services.
One person always gains control over another person's life. In this case, the goblins
defeat Laura by taking away something that is essential to her survival--her sense of
self worth.
Lizzie, on the other hand, enters the market with a coin in her purse, prepared
to pay for whatever goods she can obtain. Her attempt to make a purchase with
money, however, is an aberration. The goblins want the same type of exchange that
they made with Laura. They refuse her money and scoff at her attempts to purchase
what they will not sell. Lizzie does not understand the lack of value that a\woman's
money has in the market. While some critics claim that it is Lizzie's
"foreknowledge, presence of mind, and strength of will" that let her defeat the goblins
(Bentley 74-5), it is actually her initial/ack of understanding about how the capitalist
market operates followed by her rejection of the terms that control it that allow her to
enter the market and leave uncompromised. Lizzie goes to the market with a coin
chapters eight, nine, and ten.
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because she does not realize that women are expected to trade not with currency, but
with their bodies. Her innocence is quickly shattered, however, and as she gains
knowledge and understanding about the unequal terms of the ~arketplace she has
entered, she chooses to reject those terms. Her offer of money is, in essence, a
rejection of the capitalist market; it is not an acquiescence to the market, but a
resistance of the expectations of what a woman is to sell or trade. She leaves the
goblins without the power over her that they really want. Her innocence turns to
knowledge and strength, and she is able to resist the goblins' demands, thus breaking
down the power relationship that the goblins have established within their
marketplace. Th~t power is then symbolically transferred to her through the juices on
her skin and she can pass that power on to her sister.
When Lizzie returns to Laura calling, "'Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices I
Squeezed from goblin fruitS for you'" (468-69), she brings with her Laura's
redemption. Critics have various interpretations of how that redemption works:
Georgina Battiscombe suggests that Laura is saved by the self-sacrifice of her sister,
who deliberat:,ely faces temptation, but does not yield to it. Through this suffering,
she wins the fiery antidote which alone can save her sister- (107). Katherine
Mayberry seems to agree, but instead of self-sacrifice, she says that it is Lizzie's love
that ultimately saves Laura and herself (104). Terrence Holt suggests that Lizzie's
triumph restores Laura's power in a world that tried to silence her (60).9 Elizabeth
~01t goes on to suggest that the power Lizzie restores is not permanent in Goblin
Market. Instead, the question of women's power in a male dominated society,
whether it is in the realm of the market or the literary world, is not resolved in this
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Campbell argues that Lizzie's repetition of her sister's actions result in "her [Lizzie's]
power to bring Laura back into the female circle and reproductive cycle (406-07). I
would argue, however, that the most important factor in Laura's redemption is not
Lizzie's self-sacrifice or love or Laura's return to a reproductive cycle or restoration
of her power (which admittedly is not absolute)~ Lizzie is able to redeem her sister
primarily because she has gained the power to return to Laura what she lost on the
market in the first place. Laura understands the risks that were involved in Lizzie's
visit to the goblin market. She says to her sister:
"Lizzie, Lizzie, have you tasted
For my sake the fruit forbidden?
Must your life like mine be hidden,
Your young life like mine be wasted,
Undone in mine undoing,
And ruined in my ruin,
Thirsty, cankered, goblin-ridden?" (478-484)
But Lizzie has not been ruined because she has resisted the goblins' demands and
broken down the power of their market. By offering Laura the cherished fruits, she
gives her freely what Laura had to sell herself to obtain. Thus, the goblins are
ultimately disempowered and the sisters' stren~th and worth are reaffirmed.
In the end of the poem, the girls are grown and have children of their own,
but the story is passed on as a valuable lesson. Laura warns the children of "[t]he
poem (61).
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wicked quaint fruit-merchant men, I Their fruits like honey to the throat I But poison
in the blood" (553-55), thus indicating that while Lizzie defeated the goblins
temporarily, little girls must always be wary of goblin merchant men. And while the
poem concludes with a celebration of sisterly love and devotion, there is also a deeper
significance. Rossetti seems to be saying that "women can and must play an
enormous part in securing for themselves and their children a social order that is
better if only because more aware of the materialistic and,ontological traps that can be
set and sprung" (Bentley 81). Victorian women may not have had a place in the
economic realm, but they could certainly resist that marginalization and de-valuing
until together, their strength and resistance would not only allow them in, but would
also change the values that dominated that market.
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Clipped Wings:
The Role of the Victorian Angel in the House
in Braddon's Lady Audley's Secret
Abstract
In this paper, I consider the role of Clara in Mary Elizabeth Braddon's novel
Lady Audley's Secret. I begin by examining the nineteenth-century dichotomy
between the "good woman" and the "bad woman", and assert that Braddon's female
characters bEth represent and resist those categories for women.
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Clipped Wings:
The Role of the Victorian Angel in the House
in Braddon's Lady Andley's Secret
When critics and readers recall the women of Mary Elizabeth Braddon's novel
Lady Audley's Secret, they are most likely to remember the novel's troubled title
character, Lady Audley; or her spoiled stepdaughter, Alicia; or even her manipulative
maid, Phoebe. The one female character who seems almost to fade into the
background, however, is Clara Talboys. While in some ways Clara does have the
most peripheral female role in the novel, she is still quite integral to the continuation
of the action and the ultimate closure of the story. Clara is the woman who'convinces
Robert Audley to continue his quest to bring justice to her brothe(s supposed
murderer; she is the one who sends the letter that eventually reveals the truth about
her brother's apparent death; and she is almost solely responsible for the reformation
of Robert, the main male character, through her wise and worthy love. But critics
seem to overlook Clara's importance. I She is generally seen as a mere foil for Lady
Audley--an example of a good Victorian woman to contrast to the evil Lady Audley.
While Braddon's novel certainly establishes a dichotomy between the good woman
lIn twentieth-eentury scholarship about Lady Audley's Secret, Clara is almost
never mentioned. When she is discussed, it is usually in terms of her relationship to
Robert, her contrast to Lady AUdley, or her role as a civilizer of men. For an
example of such a reading, see Jill L. Matus', "Disclosure as 'Cover-up': The
Discourse of Madness in Lady Audley's Secret."
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and the bad woman, Clara's character, as that of Lady Audley and the others, is
much more complex than we see at first glance. Braddon creates female characters
that both represent and resist the nineteenth-eentury categories for women. The
tension between their prescribed social roles and their rebellion against those roles is
what makes the female characters of Braddon's novel so enigmatic.
. The role of a nineteenth-eentury woman was, to quote Leonore Davidoff and
Catherine Hall, one of "containment, like the plant in the pot, limited and
domesticated, sexually controlled, not spilling out into spheres in which she did not
belong" (Davidoff 191-92), and the severity of the constraints was growing. In
Woman and the Demon, Nina Auerbach asserts that "the social restrictions that
crippled women's lives [and] the physical weaknesses wished on them were fearful
attempts to exorcise a mysterious strength" (8). Women were seen as creatures with
a strength that could not be easily understood: in popular mythology and art, women
were frequently portrayed as mermaids--ereatures who"submergethemselves not to
negate their power, but to conceal it" (Auerbach 7). In addition, the potential social
changes of the time were enough to frighten many men into a reactionary stance.
First, religious doubt and a viciously competitive atmosphere of business and
commerce combined to threaten the stability of many traditional religious and moral
values, causing many Victorian writers to "relocate those values in the home and in
the woman who was its center" (Christ 146). And coupled with those social fears
were more specific concerns about the role of women. "The agitation for women's
rights, the increase in prostitution, even the debilitating influence of French literature"
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(Christ 146) all combined to create a greater need for social control of women. The
result, according to Auerbach, was two-fold: women were idealized as virtuous
centers of the family and they were forced into a more limited social arena.
This idealization and limitation of women to the domestic realm did allow
them some power, because of the "exalted respect man had for her, which caused him
to behave virtuously, and by her denial of her favors, which made man strive to
become worthy of her" (Christ 151) and also because she became the center of the
family. But most of her power was passive and impermanent. A woman could be
the object of male desire and admiration, but because that power was dependent on
her withholding her sexual favors, she "inevitably lost her moral ascendancy when she
accepted a man as her lover" (Christ 151). Even her power in the home was tenuous.
First, her role in that realm was, for the most part, a male construction, designed "to
confine women within the domestic spac;e mapped out by the parental or marital
home" (Levine 130). A woman was responsible "for creating and maintaining the
house, its contents and its human constituents" (Davidoff 360), but while she was
expected to be dedicated to preserving the home as a refuge from ~e abrasive outside
world, she was ultimately subServient to her husband or father when he returned to
the safe haven she created (Altick 53).
This Victorian ideal of womanhood is obviously paradoxical, and it led to the
categorization of women into four general types-the angel, the demon, the old maid,
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and the fallen woman (Auerbach 63).2 These classifications of women were found
throughout Victorian art and literature, but they were very problematic. First, as
Auerbach points out, no woman co.uld belong solely toone category; there was
incessant interfusion between them (Auerbach 63).3 But while there were never any
pure angels or pure demons, the existence of those two ~xtremes did function as a
fonn of social control. Women were encouraged to strive to be angels and to deny
those feelings that were not appropriate for a "good" woman. Women who displayed
aberrant behavior, on the other hand, could easily be explained away as "demons",
and ostracized from the rest of society so as not to corrupt other women. This
polarity and the consequences that accompanied falling at the wrong end of the
spectrum were supposed to be enough to keep most women in their proper place.
The absolute definitions, however, were not as clear as was intended.
Auerbach explains that the definition of women as angels was distorted from
the start:
[T]o be an angel is to be masculine and breathtakingly mobile; traditional
angels take possession of infinite space with an enviable freedom. As heir of
this tradition, the Victorian angel in the house seems a bizarre object of
2Auerbach ultimately finds that "the rigidity of the categories concentrates itself
into a myth of transfiguration that glorified the women it seemed to suppress" (9). I
agree with her to a point, but I feel that some of the power is most visible (or maybe
only visible) in retrospect. I can't help but feel that the rigidity of these
classifications must have felt more restrictive than liberating to the Victorian wom~n
trying to live within them.
3Although I mention all four categories, in this paper I will be focusing on the
angel and the demon.
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worship both in her virtuous femininity with its inherent limitations--she can
exist only within the families, while masculine angels existed everywhere--and
the immobilization the phrase suggests. . . . Angelic motion had once known
no boundaries; the Victorian angel is defmed by her boundaries. (71-72)
These changes from the traditional view of the masculine and mobile angel were
designed to minimize women's power and to alleviate the threat that they presented to
male domination, but the limitations were almost impossible to endure. The result is
that the female demons bear an "eerie resemblance to their angelic counterparts
[because] characteristics that are suggestively implicit in the angel come to the fore in
the demon" (Auerbach 75). In reality, it is difficult to place any Victorian woman
exclusively in one category or the other.
The same is true of Victorian female characters who actively resist the
categories established for women. While on the surface Braddon's Clara Talboys
appears to be the ideal Victorian "angel in the house," she is also infused with aspects
of the demon. She struggles to meet society's expectations while still living within
their limitations, and at times, she is quite successful. At other times, howeve7, the
idealized image does not quite fit. Clara struggles between the way she must appear
externally and the way she feels about the demands that are placed on her. Her
exterior shell appears to conform to the image of the angel; it is her interior self that
she has trouble adjusting to the restrictions of her role.
Clara is introduced when Robert Audley meets her at her father's house. His
first image of her corresponds to the image of an ideal Victorian woman as described
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by Auerbach and Christ. She is sitting by a row of windows with some needlework
in her lap and she rises as Robert enters the room, "letting her work, which was large
and awkward, fall from her lap as she did so, and dropping a reel of cotton, which
rolled away upon the polished oaken flooring beyond the margin of the Turkish
carpet" (123). Her domestic activity, her sign of welcome when Robert enters the
room, and even her blush when her father tells her to sit down and keep her cotton in
her workbox (123) are indications of her role as the ideal Victorian woman. While
Robert is disappointed at Clara's lack of emotion during this first visit, her
submission to her father's will is expected of her; any visible signs of resistance to his
wishes were difficult for Clara--even when she finally does speak to Robert, she must
do so without her father's knowledge (130)--and would have placed her outside the
realm of the angel. Robert does not seem to recognize or understand these
limitations, however, for he says, "If she has so little feeling as to show no emotion
upon such a subject, let her hear the worst I have to tell" (126). He continues to
watch her, waiting for her to detain him in some way, and, when she does not, he
assumes she is just like her father (127-28). It is only when Clara races after him as
he leaves the house that Robert begins to see her as an angel.
As Clara runs after him waving her handkerchief, Robert is struck for the first
time by her beauty. Clara's act of begging Robert to find her brother's murderer
reveals to him what he sees as her true radiance:
Her beauty was elevated into sublimity by the intensity of her suppressed
passion. She was different to all other women that he had ever seen. His
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cousin was pretty, his uncle's wife was lovely, but Clara Talboys was
beautiful. Niobe's face, sublimated by sorrow, could scarcely have been more
purely classical than hers. Even her dress, puritan in its gray simplicity,
became her beauty better than a more beautiful dress would have become a
less beautiful woman. (132)
From that moment on, Clara is altered--idealized--in Robert's imagination. The
external elements--her classical beauty and simple dress--eombine with the internal
e1ements--her sense of justice and suppressed passion--to fit neatly into Robert's
image of what a good woman should be.
Throughout the rest of the novel, then, Robert continues to elevate Clara in his
imagination as he looks to her for guidance and inspiration. Clara serves as what Jill
Matus calls "a proper civilizer of men. She is the conduct books' exemplary wife,
whose function was to regulate and socialize from within the domestic space" (337).
She is the hand that beckons Robert onward "on the dark road that leads to [his] lost
friend's unknown grave" (170). Strikingly, Robert's idealization of Clara does not
include any sexual or sensual images. The hand that beckons him is not attached to
her female body; her role as muse keeps Robert from feeling her passion himself.
This angel must be devoid of her sexuality to be most effective. On two separate
occasions, Robert is struck by the lack of warmth in Clara's touch. The first time,
Robert reaches out to shake her hand after agreeing to continue his quest to find
George's murderer, and her hand "was cold as marble, and lay listlessly in his own,
and fell like a log at her side when he released it" (132). When Clara and Robert
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meet again in Essex, she encourages him once more and "stretched out her ungloved
hand and laid it in his own. The cold touch of that slender hand sent a shivering
thrill through his frame" (171). While he sees (and even feels) her passionate love
for her brother, her passion is limited to that, and never extended to him.
The absence of overt sexual power, however, merely strengthens Robert's
image of Clara as an angeL At times, he clearly sees her as belonging to another
realm; her power over him is almost supernatural. During their meeting at the
church, he thinks to himself:
'What am I in her hands? What am I in the hands of this woman, who has my
lost friend's face and the manner of Pallas Athene. She reads my pitiful,
vacillating soul, and plucks the thoughts out of my heart with the magic of her
solemn brown eyes. How unequal the fight must be between us, and how can
I ever hope to conquer against the strength of her beauty and her wisdom?'
(171)
The power Robert attributes to Clara here suggests much more than domestic power.
Instances like this almost seem to reveal Robert's awareness that Clara, and, by
implication, all women, cannot be confined to a limited realm of power. At other
times, however, Robert falls back into the language that clearly describes Clara as a
domestic angel, as when he expounds upon the joys of being lectured by her, and of
having the opportunity of hint "that if his life had been sanctified by an object he
might indeed have striven to be something better than an idle jlaneur upon the smooth
pathways that have not particular goal" (280-81). In this instance, Robert seems to be
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saying that Clara's power rests mainly in her ability to inspire and comfort him. She
provides an object or a goal for him to work towards in his life. He sees her here,
then, as the domestic angel, inspiring men rather than acting for herself.
Clara conforms to Robert's image when she responds to those hints by
recommending that Robert
... read hard and think seriously of his profession, and begin life in real
earnest. It was a hard, dry sort of existence, perhaps, which she
recommended; a life of serious work and application, in which he should strive
to be useful to his fellow-creatures, and win a reputation for himself. (281)
Making such recommendations was an essential part of the domestic angel's role.
Clara is empowered in this way--in the sense of her moral supremacy and her ability
to guide Robert out of darkness and into the light--but it is a tenuous power at best.
It places Clara in a secondary role because her power depends on what she is to
Robert or what she provides for him. And ultimately, in Robert's eyes, Clara is not
only idealized, but objectified. She becomes the reward--the trophy--for which
Robert will reform if he can be certain that he will win her in the end (281).
Robert, of course, is not solely responsible for the creation of this image of
Clara as angel. The image is imposed upon Clara by other people who promote
patriarchal aspects of Victorian society as well--primarily her father--until she seems
almost to have internalized the image herself.4 Her options are limited--she can try
4As Michel Foucault says in his book Discipline and Punish, individuals often
internalize social norms and expectations. The result of this internalization is that
individuals feel they must conform (or at least try to conform) to those expectations
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to conform to the role (as much as anyone can try to live up to an ideal) or she can
reject it completely and accept the ostracism that might follow. Clara seems to
choose (though it does not seem to be a conscious choice) to try to fit the role of the
"good" woman, but throughout the novel, there are strong indications of either her
inability to live within the confmes of the ideal or her outright resistance to those
boundaries.
The first sign of Clara's difficulty with the limitations of her role as female
angel occurs as she approaches Robert for the first time outside her father's house.
As she runs up to him, she cries, "'Oh, let me speak to you--Iet me speak to you, or 1
shall go mad. 1 heard it all. 1 believe what you believe, and 1 shall go mad unless 1
can do something--something toward avenging his death'" (129). Clara reveals the
emotions that she is not allowed to express in her father's house, and she connects the
restrictions on her speech and her emotions with madness. Later, Clara makes that
connection even more apparent. She tells Robert, "I have grown up in an atmosphere
of suppression. 1 have stifled and dwarfed the natural feelings of my heart, until they
have become unnatural in their intensity" (131). Not only does Clara seem to be
aware of the unnatural limitations that have been placed upon her, but she also
believes that those limitations can be maddening. This admission is striking--
especially in light of the role that madness plays later in the novel.
Not only does Clara show these signs of her struggle to live up to the feminine
social ideal, but she also openly expresses her resentment and her desire to break free
themselves, thus eliminating some of the need for external social control.
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~from that role. She realizes that in her father's house she-has been completely
disempowered, even in terms of familial power. She says,
'How should I dare to betray my love for him in that house when I knew that
even a sister's affection would be turned toms disadvantage? You do not
know my father, Mr. Audley. I do. I knew that to leave matters in my
father's hands, and to trust to time, was my only chance of ever seeing that
dear brother again. And I waited-- waited patiently, always hoping for the
best. .. ' (130)
Her resentment here is clear, but it is only when Clara leaves that home that she is
able to find her voice, and in that moment of release, we find evidence of her
resistance.
She begins by threatening Robert with an ultimatum. If he will not find her
brother, she says,
'Then I will do it myself. I myself will follow up the clew to this mystery; I
will find this woman--though you refuse to tell me in what part of England my
brother disappeared. I will travel from one end of the world to the other to
find the secret of his fate, if you refuse to find it for me. I am of age; my
own mistress; rich, for I have money left me by one of my aunts; I shall be
able to employ those who will help me in my search, and I will make it to
their interest to serve me well. Choose between the two alternatives, Mr.
Audley. Shall you or I find my brother's murderer?' (131)
This display of self-assertion and self-reliance seems more appropriate to Lady
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Audley than to this submissive woman who has never disobeyed her father's wishes.
She acts here not as a domestic angel, but as an avenging angel. She not only
inspires and guides Robert, but threatens to take action herself. She does not express
moral patience; when Robert suggests that they try to hope that George is still alive,
Clara responds, "'No, let us hope for nothing but revenge'" (133). And Clara's most
striking expression of her resentment towards her limiting role comes towards the end
of the novel, when she fmds out that her brother may still be alive. Clara realizes
that her father will do nothing to try to fmd him and says, "'If I were a man, I would
go to Australia, and fmd him, and bring him back'" (282). Her statement reveals her
indignation at the fact that women do not have the freedom that men do. She may be
a Victorian angel 9n the outside, but she also realizes that her wings have been
clipped, and, as these examples show, the disempowerment infuriates her and exposes
her more demonic interior self.
Unfortunately, these powerful moments of indignation pass all too quickly.
Clara's releases of anger are sharp, but brief, and they never seem to produce any
change or improvement in her life. Th; exterior guise of the angel reappears to veil
the threatening fury of the interior self. The result is that while Clara seems to
struggle with the restrictions that her position as a "good" woman necessitates, she
ultimately overcomes her own resistance and embraces the role of an angel inspiring
her man. But why would the image of Clara as~ be the one that is validated in
the conclusion of the novel, and more importantly, what are the consequences of that
final stance?
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The most probable explanation for Braddon's validation of the angel lies in the
cultural constraints surrounding her work. In his essay "Culture," Stephen Greenblatt
points out that even while authors "represent characters engaged in negotiating the
boundaries of their culture, the [works] also help to establish and maintain those
boundaries for their audiences" (448). Yet, this does not necessarily imply that
Braddon believed women should confine themselves within the role of the angel.
Instead, like other Victorian authors,s Braddon "explores the ironies and pain, as well
as the inventiveness, of particular adjustments" (Greenblatt 448). Through her
creation of the female characters in her novel--Clara, Lady Audley, and Alicia--she
show different means of adjustment with varying levels of success and happiness.
Alicia conforms and marries happily; Lady Audley resists and is punished; and Clara
begins to resist, but ultimately conforms, and her happiness is most ambiguous. What
happens to Clara? What are the results of this validation of the angelic ideal?
,
The most obvious result is that Clara is both marginalized and silenced. Her
primary importance to the novel is her relation to Robert or her relation to her
brother. Even Robert's love for her appears to be a result of his love for George.
When he first meets her, Robert forgets that they have just met and feels drawn to her
immediately. He looks at her "with a tender compassion in his face; she was so like
the friend whom he had loved and lost, that it was impossible for him to think of her
as a stranger" (133). Throughout the novel, Clara seems to function as Robert's
substitute for his lost friend. One lonely night, soon after meeting Clara, Robert
sGreenblatt specifically mentions Dickens and Eliot (448).
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thinks to himself, "If poor George were sitting opposite to me, or-or even George's
sister--she's very like him--existence might be a little more endurable" (137). Clara's
value, for Robert, increases because she is similar to--almost exchangeable with--her
brother George. And even more significantly, in the end of the novel, the three of
them actually live together in Robert's "fairy cottage" (285).
This marriage to Robert is probably the most troubling result of Clara's
victory over her internal demons. In the first place, the marriage itself seems highly
inappropriate. Throughout the novel, Robert has revealed some discomforting
misogynistic tendencies. In addition to his constant objectification of the women
around him, he also digresses into a long tirade about the nature of women, where he
reveals his resentment of the "weaker sex." He thinks to himself:
'If [women] can't agitate the universe and play at ball with hemispheres,
they'll make mountains of warfare and vexation out of domestic molehills, and
social storms in household teacups. Forbid them to hold forth upon the
freedom of nations and the wrongs of mankind, and they'll quarrel with Mrs.
Jones about the shape of a mantle or the character of a small maid-servant.
To call them the weaker sex is to utter a hideous mockery. They are the
stronger sex, the noisier, the more persevering, the most self-assertive sex.
. I hate women. They're bold, brazen, abominable creatures, invented for the
annoyance and destruction of their superiors.' (136-37)6
6E1aine Showalter considers the beginning of this same passage (up to the ellipses)
and concludes that in those lines Robert is giving a "thinly veiled feminist threat that
women confined to the home and denied legitimate occupation will tum their
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And while the novel does suggest that perhaps Robert has changed because of Clara's
sweet guidance, most readers are left feeling a bit uncomfortable at the end, for while
"~t times, the narrator seems to favour Robert Audley and appears to look upon his
final marriage and assumption of career with approval, the narrative tone also
encourages us to see him as misogynistic and self-righteous" (Matus 336). Is Clara's
marriage to this man who appears to love her brother more than he loves her really a
happy ending? It is difficult for us to answer with a resounding "Yes!"
What complicates the issue even more is that Clara doesn't seem to be a very
enthusiastic partner, because when Robert proposes, Clara seems to be silenced.
When Robert first declares his love for Clara, and suggests that he go to Australia to
look for George, Clara does not speak. The narrator tells us:
There was 1UJ answer. I don't know how it is, but there is scarcely anything
more delicious than silence in such cases. Every moment of hesitation is a
tacit avowal; every pause is a tender confession. (283, emphasis added)
And strikingly, when someone does speak, the lines of dialogue are not attributed to
either character. The result is undeniably ambiguous. Does Robert say, "'Shall we
both go, dearest? Shall we go as man and wife? Shall we go together, my dear love,
and bring our brother back between us?'" (283) or is Clara speaking? I would argue
that it is probably Robert--eontinuing to express his love and developing his proposal
to go to look for George into a proposal of marriage to Clara. The lines seem
frustration against the family itself" (168). I cannot see Robert as a feminist,
however, especially in light of what he says next. Perhaps the threat itself is feminist
in nature, but then it must be Braddon's threat, not Robert's.
44
especially unsuited to Clara in light of the unbridled passion with which they are
expressed, because she has never appeared to feel any passion towards Robert
himself. But if the lines are spoken by Robert, then, in his proposal of marriage, he
(or Braddon) has turned Clara into the silent, restrained woman that she was in her
father's house. Through the rest of the novel, she never speaks again. And when we
recall Robert's wish that women could just "be quiet" (137), it seems that perhaps
that is what he has wanted all along.
The fairy tale resolution of the novel, then, seems anything but idyllic. Even
Braddon's apology for having written a happy ending is highly ironic. She almost
seems to suggest that Clara's fate is ultimately not much better than Lady Audley's.
Clara's reward for defeating her internal demons and conforming to the societal ideal
is marriage to a misogynist. But Braddon also implies that the only alternative for
Clara would have been to succumb to madness, because women's position within
society keeps them balancing between impossible polar extremes of angel or demon,
sanity or madness. Braddon's narrator tells us:
Madhouses are large and only too numerous; yet surely it is strange that they
are not larger, when we think of how many helpless wretches must beat their
brains against this hopeless persistency of the orderly outward world, as
compared with the storm and tempest, the riot and confusion within--when we
remember how many minds must tremble upon the narrow boundary between
reason and unreason, mad today and sane tomorrow, mad yesterday and sane
today. (Braddon 135)
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Clara's struggle might be seen as one between sanity and madness. In order to
conform to the ideal of the Victorian angel, she must subdue the riot and confusion
within. If she fails, as Lady Audley fails, she too will be called mad--whether the
refusal (or inability) to overcome the tempest and acclimate to the orderly outward
world is really madness or not--and classified as a demon, for "a life that fails to
conform at all, that violates absolutely all the available patterns, will have to be dealt
with as an emergency--hence exiled, or killed" (Greenblatt 448). Clara's options,
then, are to try to live within society's expectations and limitations or to reject them
and accept her inevitable expulsion from that world. Braddon's ambiguous ending
almost makes it difficult to decide which is worse.
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